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Abstract
This thesis aims to investigate the
relationship between the public space and
protest events from a spatial point of view. It
will employ selected concepts from
phenomenological and spatial theories to
evaluate how the protest is affected by built
environment and subsequently propose how
the public space can be adapted to create a
more vibrant social-political life.
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Thesis Statement
We are now in an era of necessary dissent and protest. The emergency of the COVID-19
pandemic, alongside the escalating trend of activism for women’s rights, environmental
justice and racial justice has coincided and created a new wave of protests worldwide. In
most societies, protest is a legitimate and imperative way for the general public to seek
redress for injustices that decision-makers usually ignore. In light of the concern with
shrinking democracies, people often find they need to mobilize to contend for their rights
and to impact the decision-making processes affecting their lives.
This thesis aims to investigate the spatial and material relationships between protests and
public space. It examines theoretical concepts from phenomenological and spatial theories
to evaluate how protests are affected by the built environment where they happen.
Subsequently, the study focuses on three scales of examination – urban systems (macro),
spatial features of the site (meso), and physical objects used in protest to inform certain
behaviors (micro) – to answer a series of fundamental questions involved in the choices,
qualities and struggles involved in places for protest. Finally, the thesis proposes multiscalar strategies for the public space to be able to support protests more adequately, and to
eventually sustain a more vibrant social-political life in cities.
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Research Structure
The research started from understanding the phenomenon of protest both worldwide and in the
US. And then move to explore the theoretical relationship between democracy and public space.
Finally, the spatial analysis is conducted at three scales to understand three essential questions
related to spatial settings of urban protest.
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Key Terms
“Public Space”
- General: a place that is generally open and accessible to

“Civil Resistance”
- also referred to as “nonviolent action,” “nonviolent struggle,”

people (Wiki)

“nonviolent conflict,” and “people power,” is a technique for

- In urban planning and design: a programatic function or design

waging conflict for political, economic, and/or social objectives

typology with civic purpose.

without threats or use of physical violence.

- In political sense: the physical aspect of the public sphere

- Forms: marches, demonstrations, strikes, boycotts, civil

where democractic politics can take the form of public speeces,

disobedience, and constructive actions, such as building parallel

debates, or protests.

social, economic, cultural, or political institutions as an alternative
to the existing repressive structures. 1

“Privately Owned Public Space”
- a type of public space that, although privately owned, is legally
required to be open to the public under a city’s zoning ordinance

“Global Protest Wave”
- the surge in high-profile protests in different parts of the world
since 2019.

or other land-use law (Wiki)

“Right to the City”
- an idea and a slogan first proposed by Henri Lefebvre in 1968.

“Tactical Urbanism”
- a design approach to bring low-cost, temporary changes to the

This idea has been taken up more recently by social movements,

built environment, usually in cities, intended to improve local

thinkers, and certain progressive local authorities as a call to

neighbourhoods and city gathering places.

action to reclaim the city as a co-created space: a place for life
detached from the growing effects that commodification and
capitalism are proposed to have had over social interaction and
the rise of posited spatial inequalities in worldwide cities
throughout the last two centuries
“Battlefield”
Protesters walk past barricades of bricks on a road near the
Hong Kong Polytechnic University on November 14. Kin Cheung,
CNN.
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1. “Civil Resistance”. In obo in International Relations. 21 Feb. 2022.
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CHAPTER 1 - BACKGROUND

Increase of Protest per year since 2009

Escalating Trend of Protest
We are living in an age of global mass protest that are historically unprecedented in frequency,
scope and size. According to the analysis of CSIS, “the frequency of mass protest has increased
by an annual average of 11.5 percent since 2009 worldwide, and the size and frequency of recent
protests eclipse historical examples of eras of mass protests, such as the late-1960s, late 1980s,
and early 1990s.” In the United States, while each protest took place in a unique context, common
grievances are around human rights, economic injustices and racial injustices.

Data Source:
Samuel B., Christian H,Katherine S. The Age of Mass Protests:
Understanding an Escalating Global Trend, Center for Strategic
and International Studies, Mar 2020.

19

Landscape of Resistance

Occupy Movement and Economic Injustice

Black Lives Matter and Racial Injustice

The occupy movement is an international socio-political movement that seeks to highlight
the economic inequality and the lack of perceived “real democracy” around the world (wiki).
The primary operation mode is to take over public spaces and transform them with “legally
inappropriate” uses to demand for changes on large financial systems and public resources
distribution. Public space, in this movement, becomes a representative urban commons,
among all the other unfairly distributed ones, that are reclaimed by the true public.

Black Lives Matter is a decentralized political and social movement that express opposition
to racism, discrimination and inequality experienced by black people (wiki). The movement
started in 2013 online following the shooting death of innocent African American teen
Trayvon Martin. The movement became nationally recognized for street demonstrations in
2014 after the death of two African Americans by police brutality. In 2020, the movement
regained national attention as millions of people from all different backgrounds mobilized
across the country to protest the murder of George Floyd.
Racial injustice has deep historical roots in America. The Civil Rights Act of 1964, which
prohibited discrimination on the basis of race, color and region in legal sense, didn’t
eliminate the ingrained racism in the reali life. The legacy of racism still persists in labor,
education, public health, and urban design.

Occupy Wall Street Movement in the US.:
Neal Caren, Sarah Gaby, Occupy Online: Facebook and the Spread of Occupy Wall Street, SSRN Electronic Journal, October 2011,
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228161064_Occupy_Online_Facebook_and_the_Spread_of_Occupy_Wall_Street
20

2020 BLM Movement in the US.:
https://www.creosotemaps.com/blm2020/
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History of Civil Resistance in the US.
Throughout American history, peaceful protesting — which is protected under the First
Amendment and is an act of patriotism — has been utilized to advocate for and lead to
changes.

22
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CHAPTER 2 - THEORETICAL
GROUNDING
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What is Public Space?
Traditionally, plazas, parks, streets, public
libraries, and natural areas are generally
read, understood and lively viewed as public
space. In The Social Life of Small Urban
Spaces, Whyte defined public space as the
“expression of human endeavor and
artifacts of the social world are the physical
and metaphysical heart of the cities, thus
providing channels for movement, nodes of
communication and common ground for
cultural activities.” This explanation stemming from phenomenology helps to better
understand the deep meanings of public
space in human society. In terms of politics,
“public space” is often described as a
political stage. Since the twentieth century,
public space has been considered more
important than before because it “‘provides
opportunities for gathering, socializing,
recreation, festivals, as well as protests and
demonstrations” ’(Hou, 2010). In short,
“public space” in this thesis means any
space that anyone can access for the public
meetings, no matter who owns the space.
26
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Literature Review: Democracy and Public Space
In the book, Democracy and Public Space:
The Physical Sites of Democratic
Performance, John Parkinson theorized the
concept of democracy, and set out a theory
of democracy’s requirements for public
space along the way.
Democracy
John provides a literal definition of
democracy. Democracy in a political sense
is “a collective decision-making mechanism
designed to help ‘us’ decide what to do and
to resolve disagreements over who gets
what” . Those decisions are mainly about
three things: how to distribute scarce
resources; the interests and power relations
that structure that distribution; and the
normative issues of who should get what,
and how to structure society so that they
get it.
Performative Democracy and its
requirements for physical stages
John further advocates the idea that
democracy depends on performances and
thus requires specific spatial characteristics
to achieve the efficiency and effectiveness
of those performances. The democratic
performances can be breakdown into four
stages: 1) articulating interests, opinions,
and experiences; 2) making public claims; 3)
deciding what to do,or what not to do,to
address public claims, including weighing

28

up options; 4) and scrutinizing and giving
account for public action and inaction. Each
of these acts demands specific physical
scenes.
The first democratic performance is
narrating political issues with each other, not
only helping form their own views but also
distributing opinion and story- lines through
the system as a whole. Narration takes
place everywhere in public spaces. It
happens in clubs, campus, buses, streets
and online. People can express their
political ideas freely to everybody on virtual
platforms, without worrying about raising
uncontrollable conflicts or being attacked.
When it comes to physical space, however,
the audiences are usually quite limited and
selective. That is not just because of safety
concerns, but also because of social
variations and cultural norms. For instance,
in Chile, people usually approach political
topics extremely warily so that it is
important to establish trust ground with the
audience before touching any sensitive
topics in small groups. With all the
considerations above, John argues that
“enclaves can be normatively valuable from
the perspective of subaltern groups, helping
them create spaces in which they can
narrate their experiences and interests
without being swamped by the experiences
of dominant groups.”
The second democratic role, making public

public claims, is to make the public aware of
the claims and demand the attention from
the rest of the public somehow, and that in
turn implies that the claims need to be
made in publicly visible and accessible
places.
		
The third democratic act is collective
decision making process, generally referring
to voting and collecting public voices. John
emphasized the importance of rituals: one
has to go to a physical (and usually official)
site - a school, church or council house - to
conduct the democratic performance. Such
rituals dignify the act itself and signal that
the event really matters and that the
decisions reached there have an impact on
thousands or even millions of people. 		
		
When considering the fourth, scrutiny role of
democracy, John argues that “it is a
significant advantage to have a single,
readily identifiable and prominent stage on
which the powerful must perform. It puts the
powerful under the ‘spotlight’ – more
theatrical language – and keeps them
there.”			

implications. It provides a potential way to
design spatial forms out of acts. Democracy
is not something far from our daily life, but
tangible performances including
demonstrating, petition-gathering, arguing,
voting, persuading, discussing, and
eyeballing, which are performed by people,
on street levels.

Conclusions
The performative understanding of
democracy conceived in this book helps
bridge the gap between theoretical
democracy and its spatial implications. It
provides a potential way to design spatial

29
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Democracy and Public Space
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“Public spaces become public
when they are not only
“mapped” by sovereign
powers but also constituted
by civic practices, debates,
and social conflicts.”
—Tali Hatuka

Design of Protest: Choreography Political
Demonstrations in Public Space

32
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“Ancient Agora”
DBT ventures, http://www.dbtventures.com/blog/2017/2/26/
if-seneca-was-a-ceo.

Public Sapce and Democracy
Public space is a relatively fluid concept that
has been debated in many literature. In
political theory, public space is generally
considered as the physical aspect of the
public sphere where democratic politics can
take the form of public speeches, debates
or protests. In urban design theory, it is
often referred to as public recreational
facilities for civic use.
The concept of public space may be traced
back to Athenian “agora” - a lively space
where the citizens came together to haggle,
philosophize and discuss politics.
Surrounded by government buildings,
temples and multi-purpose stoas, agora is
framed as a central open area where politics
and administration, religion and commerce
are concentrated. Derived from agora, the
Roman forum is another form of civic
square, with less commercial purpose and
more political focus. Both of these places
share the characteristics of public spaces open and accessible, publicly owned, and
34

tied to democratic life.
The public space is an intrinsic attribute of
democratic society and the construction of
democratic expressions remains a deeply
spatial concern. As Parkinson argues in
Democracy and Public Space, “not only is
it the case that democracy requires physical
space for its performance, it can be the
case that only certain kinds of spatial
arrangements will do, or that certain
arrangements amplify or mute particular
behaviors that democrats find valuable.” As
such, this thesis will explore “protests” - a
prominent democratic practice in the US
and worldwide - to understand its physical
settings and the spatial forms required for
this particular practice.

35

Spatial Choreography of Prtoest
Square

Street

Urban Park

Spatial
Definition

A pause within the city
network

The city network

An isolated enclosed pause
within the city network

Protest
Dynamic

Static congregations,
challenged symbols
displayed in space,
enclosure that increases
sense of ritual and solidarity.

Dynamic marching, crowd’s
growth, enhancing impact
by affecting accidental
viewers

Large-scale events,
festival-orientated, minimal
interference in the daily
dynamic of the city.

Protest as Time-Space Specific Actions

Spheres of Actions

Protest Dynamics and Public Space Typologies

Like any performative events and arts,
protest is a collective performance constituted of sequential behaviors unfolded in
the space. In The Design of Protest, Tali
Hatuka provides an extensive discussion of
the act of protest as “a planned event in a
space whose physical geometry and
symbolic meaning are used and appropriated by its organizers.” Tali further argues
that there is an informal order operated
within protests. The array of acts are flexibly
defined by the protestors and “the order of
dissent responds to the physicality of
places, which includes a setting’s topography, boundaries, traffic movements and
building use.” In that way, protest can be
considered as time-space specific actions
influenced by physical factors mentioned
above.

Protest functions through multiple spheres
of actions to enhance the scale of impact:
spatial sphere, geographical sphere, and
virtual sphere. The spatial sphere refers to
the physical space dominated by the event,
where the socio-spatial order is challenged
by actual human behaviors. To further
expand the spatial-concrete impact, multiple protests could also take place simultaneously across wide geographical areas.
Finally, the virtual sphere is significant in
terms of bringing the ideological message to
remote audiences and potential participants.
Based on the three spheres of action, this
thesis will adopt the perspectives from
macro to micro, and from physical to virtual,
In order to have a comprehensive
understanding of protest.

With a comprehensive examination of
protests worldwide, Hatuka identifies three
general prototypes of public space and their
protest dynamic: square, street and park.
Spatially defined within the city network,
each space has its own key values and
therefore the protest dynamic is generally
different. However, learning from the cases,
sometimes the prototype does not have the
only value as well as protest dynamic. A
typical example is the National Mall in D.C.,
a public park isolated from the building
environment but having all these three
spatial characteristics. The natural green
makes it a space for leisure. It is also
symbolic because of the size and the
memorial monument settings and even is
dynamic because of the directional sense of
straight spatial construction. Furthermore,
most protests take place in diverse

most protests take place in diverse
locations and thus do not take a pure form.
For instance, during the Occupy Wall Street
protest, people gathered and settled their
camps in Zuccotti Park - which is an urban
square - while they also marched on the
surrounding streets to expand influences. In
addition, Tali also argued that some cities
might have other types of space for protest
because of cultural diversity.
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Spatial Logic of Protest
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The Block
With architectural drawings and photographs, Tschumi
iterates a serious of spaces by depicting the form, flow
and program in parrallel.

The Manhattan Transcript
Bernald Tschumi

“The Manhattan Transcripts explicit purpose
was to transcribe things normally removed
from conventional architectural representation, namely the complex relationship
between spaces and their use, between the
set and the script, between ‘type’ and
‘program’, between objects and events.”
(Tschumi, 1981)

Regarding the research on spatiality of
protest, this kind of diagram can capture the
choreographical movements of the event to
form a sequence and hence tell the story
behind. By interpreting previous protests
events with the tripartite mode of notation,
this thesis will abstract a series of formal
elaborations of space and programms that
are associated with these spatial
elaborations to understand the relationship
between space, movement, and event.

In Manhattan Transcript, Bernald Tschumi
utilizes the ‘tripartite mode of notation’ to
describe the complex relationship among
movement, event, and space. Using this
mode of notation, Tschumi argues that it is
“proceeded from a need to question the
modes of representation generally used by
architects: plans, sections, axonometrics,
perspectives”. This innovative
representation method can not only capture
the structural essences of a physical space,
but also reveal the dynamics and embedded
interactions within the spaces.
40
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CHAPTER 3 - SPATIAL
ANALYSIS
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Starting Point

Black Lives Matter Protest, NYC,
2020
George Floyd protests in New York City took
place at several sites among various boroughs,
starting on May 28, 2020, responding to the
murder of George Floyd. Most of the protests
were peaceful, while some sites experienced
protester / police violence. Since the focus of
this thesis is peaceful protest, I selected the
peaceful march that happened on Jun 1st, 2020.
The main interest of this investigation is how the
macro-level city systems are affecting the
planning of protests?

End Point

44
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Land Use

Jurisdiction

Protests were more likely to pass by land designated for commercial / residential and
institutional, and less likely to pass by land designated for office. That might because with
the high volumn of street users brought by retailling and commercial activities, the protests
will be gain more attention.

The route of protests is planned to connect multiple public facilities and public spaces, with
certain of those spaces marking turning spot. Also convenient and accessible public spaces
along the route provide escapes and shelters during emergencies

46
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Women’s March, Washington DC,
2017
Starting Point

End Point
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The Women’s March was an international
protest in 2017. It was prompted by several of
Trump’s statements being considered by many
as anti-women or otherwise offensive to women.
It was the largest single-day protest in U.S.
history. The march officially convened at
Freedom Plaza, moving along the Pennsylvania
Ave, and finally ended up at National Mall.
During the protest, the Pennsylvania Ave was
closed, as well as several branch streets along
the route. The whole city traffic networks are
shifted around to mediate the conflicts between
protest events, transportation loads and
everyday commuters. This case study mainly
focus on the effects of shading conditions on
protests, and the changing functionality of the
streets during the protest.
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Shade

Shading Typologies

The existance of shading affect the behavior modes of street users by diversifying the
activities. During protests, shading provides transitional medium for protestors, adds
flexibility for the groups and provides moments of protection and escapes for protestors to
exist from dense exposure and allows people to conduct other activities.

Dense Canopy

Sparse Street Trees + Dense Canopy

Sparse Street Trees + Scaffolding

Sparse Street Trees + Tents
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Functionality

Sectional Analysis

Protest achieves its monumentality through shifting the spectacle and functionality of street.
This analysis focus on the way protestors appropraite street furnitures to change the
functionality of streets, and/or add other possibilities and meanings for the street.

I cut three sections along the route of women’s march, in order to compare the use of street
spaces during the protest and in everyday life.

Protest
Information
Parking
Retailing
Security
Traffic
Amenities

Protest
Information
Parking
Retailing
Security
Traffic
Amenities
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Protest
Information
Parking
Retailing
Security
Traffic
Amenities

Protest
Information
Parking
Retailing
Security
Traffic
Amenities

Protest
Information
Parking
Retailing
Security
Traffic
Amenities

Protest
Information
Parking
Retailing
Security
Traffic
Amenities

54

55

Landscape of Resistance

Black Lives Matter Protest,
Providence, 2020
Repsonding to the murder of Geroge Floyd
Protest, a series of BLM protests took place in
Providence on June, 2020. The selected protest
was the largest one that involved over 10,000
participants. Initiated from the Central High
School, the protestors marched through the
downton Providence, Kennedy Plaza,
Providence Mall and ended as a peaceful rally at
the lawn in front of State House. During the
protest, the street edge conditions are always
shiffting, which shaped different experiences for
protests. The mothod for this case study is field
documentation - by rewalking the route of this
protest and documenting the different edge
conditions along the way.
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Edge Conditions
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Model Experiment
A model study was conducted to
understand how the street
configurations affect the movement of
protest crowds. By abstracting the
spatial configurations of different
streets, I ended up with six scenarios
models. With each model, I run the
sand through the model to mimic the
human flow. The results suggest that
streets associated with urban voids
have the ability to slow down the
human flow and generate more “stay”
moments during the protest.

60
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Micro-Tactics
Stage
A relative formal setup to attract
attention and deliver message through
the form of speech or performance.

Podium
A portable device for spontanous
speech of view.

Tower
An elavated platform assembled on
site to attract attention and provide
comprehensive views among the
crowd.

62
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Micro-Tactics

Forum
An enclosed / semi-enclosed seating
structure for semi-private group
disccusion and communication.

Shelter
Shaded structure that protects people
from extreme weather, emergency,
police brutality or other unexpected
conditions.

Carpet
Altered floor surface to provide
barricade or display information.

Gallery
Vertical surface for displaying
information.

64
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CHAPTER 4 - DESIGN

Landscape of Resistance

Taking a Position
There is an internal conflict between protest and city everyday life.
Protest achieves its monumentality through paralyzing the city
networks. As designer, I need to balance the concerns of protestors
and general citizens, and take a position first.

PROTEST
From the perspective of PROTESTOR

Monumentality

Message exposure

Maintain the powerfulness and
monumentality of protest, which
sometimes might at the sacriﬁce
of the interruption of normal
street life (traﬃc, street retailing,
commute, etc.)

Comfortable experience

Long-lasting Inﬂuence

Allow the messages to be
exposed and communicated in
diverse and meaningful ways.

Improve the experience of
protestors while also considering
order and safety (mitigating the
conﬂicts).

Lest Interruption

Order & Safety

Provide ﬂexible physical structures to
simplify the preparation and recovery
processes. While also provide reﬂection
opportunities to enhance the mental
inﬂuence of the protest.

Short term inﬂuence

CITY
From the perspective of THE CITY
68
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Design Concept
Meso Scale

The main concept is to increase expansibility of
protest.
• Increase horizontal expansibility by reclaiming
vacant and underutilized spaces along the
protest route.
• Increase vertical expansibility to maximize
volume of the messages and enhance the
effectiveness of protests.
• enhance the physical connectivities between
the protest with surrounding transportation
hubs and neighborhoods to allow people to
easily participate in the protest. And also
enhance the information connectivity through
online platforms.
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Connectivity
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Design Concept
Micro Scale
- Portable
- Multifunctional
- Inexpensive
There are three design principles
for designing micro tactics for
urban protest. Firstly, the portibility
is important in order for the design
units to perform as a protest
artefact that ‘marches’ around the
city along with the crowd.
Secondly, the design has to
reconcile different functional needs
and a totem of protest that
matched together, making sense of
each other. To make the design
more accessible to the genral
public, it has to be inexpensive and
esay to acquire through moundane
materials.

74

75

Landscape of Resistance

Strategy 1: Scaffolding
Scaffolding can be found everywhere in urban context. It is
considered as flexible, economical, efficient and secure. It
requires a little bit preparation time prior to the protest events
and can construct relative large scale event spaces.
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Strategy 1: Scaffolding
Variation

STAGE

AMPHITHEATER

SHELTER

ART INSTALLATION

COMPLEX
ELEVATED CIRCULATION
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TOWER

SCREEN

COMPLEX
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Strategy 2: Movable Cart
The movable cart took inspiration from booth and vending cart,
which are common elements in urban streets. The folding
attribute makes the device easy to store and transport. It can be
manipulated by single person or a group of people within 10
mins and allows spontanoues uses while moving along with the
protest crowds.
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Strategy 2: Movable Cart
Variation

AMPHITHEATER

SERVICE STATION

FORUM
FORUM

SHELTER

82

PODIUM
PODIUM
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Strategy 3: Cardboard Block
The cardboard block is a human-scale device that can be
homemade with cardboards and carr. It is so light-weighted that
it allows single person to carry and manipulate at ease. While it
also has the potential for collective construction to support
group needs during the protest

84
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Strategy 3: Cardboard Block
Variation

BARRICADE

SEATING
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STAGE

AMPHITHEATER

TOWER

CARPET
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Perspective
Kennedy Plaza

88

Perspective
Washington St.
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Reflection
The study of protests in this thesis allowed a
clearer understanding of democracy and its
significance in public space design. The
study also allowed for the understanding of
spatial features of protests and their spatial
requirements in urban context, including
urban systems that might affect the
planning of protest events and spontaneous
strategies for self-constructing temporary
spaces to satisfy the general needs of
protest events.
Through the thesis project, I was always
questioning myself about the meaning of
protest from different perspectives. For the
protestors, protest achieves its
monumentality and effects through
paralyzing the city networks and disrupting
the ordered urban life to generate moments
of “stopness” and “reflection”. While from
the perspective of designers, we were
trained to organize chaotics into systematic
harmony. I always saw landscape
architecture as a medium to negotiate
tensions from different stakeholders.
Whereas in this thesis, the tension between
protest and the ordered city life, between
protesters and city authorities seems to be
internal and un-negotiable, which means I
have to take a stance - who do I really want
to design for? I finally made that decision to
facilitate protests from the perspective of
the resistant communities. And thus my
speculative design strategies involve less
investment from the city but focus more on
how to help individuals/ groups to self-

generate spaces for resistant practices and
to satisfy their own spatial needs. This
position-taking process helps me build an
understanding of democratic public space
and its role in this era of shrinking
democracy.
The thesis aimed to provide a set of analysis
that doesn’t necessarily resolve all the
conflicts and messiness during urban
protests. Instead, it proposed a
spontaneous and porous way of forming
and negotiating the use of urban public
spaces. It offers toolkits for the predictable
era of mass protest, preparing both
individuals and the city to construct a
vibrant socio-political life through safe and
powerful urban resistance movements.
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